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A Short Story - Greed 

by Deacon Gerry Palermo 

 

In the miser's opinion his share is too small; 

he refuses his neighbor and brings ruin on himself. 

The miser's eye is rapacious for bread, 

but on his own table he sets it stale. 

(Sirach 14:8-10) 

A Job 

I needed a job, any job. It had to be walking distance, afternoons, weekends. Since I was under-

aged the pay needed to be off-the-books. So I got a job for an industrial company. Back in 1971, 

the first of the new out-sourced contracting companies that take the dirtiest, most dangerous, and 

polluting enterprises known to man. I remember four events to reinforce these 45 year ago 

memories: (1) When the newly created EPA came to visit they were always escorted to the back 

room and left very happy not to be seen for a while; (2) When my Mom came to visit me at work 

after working there for a year (or more), she blanched so badly that I was working for Kentucky 

Fried Chicken within the week; (3) I would drink from a water hose out of a well while pouring 

heavy metal effluent into the open drain in the floor next to the well pipe; and (4) A co-worker, 

also under-aged, nearly lost his life in an industrial accident there. He was somewhat disfigured 

for life (well, he died early from a metabolic condition – purely a coincidence of course). No 

investigation made it to the doors of this industrial subcontractor. 

 

The introduction isn’t the story. It just is helpful to set the stage for the story. 

 

The story is about the owner Charles and his key employee Toussaint. Charles was an immigrant 

from Europe and was a soldier from the vanquished armies of WWII. He carries combat wounds 

from bullets in his legs and a fearful spirit in his heart. He kept a German Luger loaded in his car 

and in his office desk. He never told us why. 

 

Charles and Toussaint worked together to build the business. Charles the owner and Toussaint 

the trusted employee. In the beginning they shared the success together. Gains were slim but 

shared between them. As time went on the work was divided on what seemed to be natural lines 

Charles would do sales and Toussaint would do the industrial work. 

 

As time went on the differences in position lead to an ever widening difference in compensation. 

Some of that widened spread is to be expected. But what happened is what always happens, the 

widening increases beyond natural differentiation. At first, unspoken. Then, hidden. Then, 

openly. Then, grossly obvious. 

 

You might ask “How do I know?” I was just a kid. I was invited to their homes on multiple 

occasions to Charles, Toussaint and other adult aged employee homes. For me it was an innocent 

time. Bringing gifts for the new babies, sharing a meal, drinking a beer and smoking cigarettes 
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(don’t tell Mom!). And I remember. I remember how Charles’ home grew more ornate, 

Toussaint’s home more in disrepair and the other workers at a subsistence living even I could 

recognize as such. I might add here these are talented employees. Without disclosing the specific 

tasks suffice to say they had a skill in metal work that was a highly prized talent. Things were 

calm at the plant. The crack in unity was sight unseen until it was too late. 

 

I don’t know which it was, the Black Power movement or the Civil Rights Movement invitation 

to attend a meeting. Toussaint went to his first meeting. The next day at work he was completely 

disoriented. He performed but it was clear to me he was in a bit of shock. He attended another 

meeting, then another, then most nights. 

 

The contracts kept coming. The work kept flowing. Charles got richer. Toussaint got more 

sullen. The divide was getting deeper and deeper. So a new contract came in. These new items 

required training on how to treat them. The first batch was small. But soon, once I had the hang 

of it, producing hundreds. This was added work but it made the boss very happy. If there was a 

batch of these to be done, Toussaint was on his own. No help for him, these are worth too much. 

 

They were rocket parts, Mighty Mouse parts, very profitable. Used in a far away land called 

Vietnam. It was a difficult transition. The richer Charles got the more he showed it. The more he 

showed it the more arrogant. The more educated Toussaint the angrier. One day they had a sit 

down. A good talk said Charles, a little hourly tip for Toussaint and back to work. But it was not 

to be for long. The distance got wider and wider. Toussaint even omitted me from his life as I 

was a white man and could no longer be trusted. Eventually he left. 

 

Then came the Mafia. It was a favor of course. A friend of a friend. And that is a whole other 

story. Then came the trucks and shipments and strangers that make ones skin crawl. Meanwhile 

Charles got fancier and his dress more elaborate although for my tastes gaudy. The sight is kind 

of funny for a German to look Italian Guido. 

 

In the Secret of the Heart 

I know you want to read the rest of the story. But this is a story about greed. How it grows inside 

imperceptibly in the heart. Attain, protect, extend. It becomes greed when the proportionality 

changes negatively vis-à-vis with partners, coworkers, friends and clients. Where the portion 

remains the same or even expands relative to others for no other reason than you can because 

you have the power to make it so. Next begins the exercise of the perversion of logic and 

reasoning. We can do this because… and we can justify this because… 

 

Apartheid was a prime example of the false equation between the legal and the moral… 

three pews in the back of the Church marked with signs “for non-Europeans”. (More 

Reflections of a Dinosaur Priest pg 301. By Lloyd Csp) 
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Charitable groups do this too. Common techniques are reallocation of committed funds from an 

agreed purpose to another like or similar purpose. "Like or similar" is such a quaint self-service 

definition. Keeping the same level of or even reducing the charitable giving. More examples 

include: exaggeration of charitable purpose, intentions and execution of same by objective 

measures (when that is even possible due to the secretive nature of the bookkeeping). Here also 

proportionality changes negatively vis-à-vis with clients. 

 

Charity becomes less charitable in the absence of spiritual growth. 

 

(80)... Those who advocate unlimited free-market capitalism and at the same time lament 

the decline in public and private morality, to which the encouragement of selfishness is a 

prime contributing factor, must ask themselves whether the messages they are sending 

are in fact mutually contradictory. People tend to need more encouragement to be 

unselfish than to be selfish, so it is not difficult to imagine which of these two messages 

will have most influence. A wealthy society, if it is a greedy society, is not a good society. 

A statement by the Catholic Bishops' Conference of England and Wales 1996 

 

What Do I Love 

Therefore I love Thy commandments, above gold, yes, above fine gold. (PS 119:127). Which do 

I love? What is above the other: Commandment or Gold? 

 

In 1975 I went to Mass on base while station in Ellsworth AFB, SD. The chapel was a very large 

building but in attendance was just a few soldiers and airmen. The priest asked us all to come 

forward as it was difficult to celebrate Mass with what amounted to a few heads in a vast ocean 

of benches. 

 

My buddy Vince and I went together. When the collection plate came he put in a quarter. After 

Mass I chided him, Vince, a quarter? Even the movie cost 75 cents! We had a pretty good laugh. 

 

It illustrates the point well: what we value materially we hold onto too tightly. Counter 

intuitively Commandments frees use from materiality in both absolute and proportional terms. 

 

Blind By Choice 

Stepping over the dead and dying. How is that even possible? It is more possible than any of us 

want to admit. In fact, it’s every day: near and remote, friend and foe, acute or chronic. So much 

has been written on the topic I dare say I have little to add to the dialog. 

Son of David, have pity on me! ... many rebuked him saying be silent! Mark 10:47-48. 

 

Except, is there any dialog? 
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Who was the poorest person you spoke with today… at Church… at the market? How alike were 

they to you? How different? And, finally, how did you help them or have you ever helped them?  

Consider reading: 

Bridges Out of Poverty: Strategies for Professionals and Communities 

Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis 

 

Self-Satisfied is Self-Destructive 

The most difficult group to reach are the self-satisfied. They are the ones who have some sort of 

charity in them but it nascent and undeveloped. Their charity is self-charity. 

 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you tithe mint and dill and cummin, 

and have neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith; these 

you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. (Matt 23:23) 

 

I gave at the office. I belong to the Knights. My Church does a lot. I coach my daughter’s 

soccer/baseball/basketball team. I give to United Way. 

 

And he said, 'This is what I shall do: I shall tear down my barns and build larger ones. 

There I shall store all my grain and other goods and I shall say to myself, "Now as for 

you, you have so many good things stored up for many years, rest, eat, drink, be merry!" 

Luke 12:18-19 

 

Open my Lips! 

Lord, open my lips; my mouth will proclaim your praise!  (Ps 51) 

 

Whoever walks without blame, doing what is right, speaking truth from the heart; Who 

does not slander a neighbor, does no harm to another, never defames a friend; Who 

disdains the wicked, but honors those who fear the LORD; Who keeps an oath despite the 

cost, lends no money at interest, accepts no bribe against the innocent. Whoever acts like 

this shall never be shaken. (PS 15) 

 

Peace be with you. 

Deacon Gerry 

 

Disclaimer – Names, times and places are fictional or obscured to protect the privacy of others 

without distorting the essential truth of the encounter. 
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